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STRESS OVERLOAD AND COPING MECHANISMS
Abstract
The purpose of this project was to conduct a preliminary assessment in order to obtain baseline
data in regard to stress and coping mechanisms among Rhode Island College undergraduate
nursing students. Common stressors, stress levels and coping mechanisms among
undergraduate nursing students were identified. Appropriate evidence-based methods were
provided as a resource to the undergraduate nursing student participants to assist with coping
with their stressors. This project surveyed Rhode Island College undergraduate nursing
students in a quantitative and qualitative fashion by having them answer the Student Nurse
Stress Index (SNSI) (Jones & Johnston, 1999) and answer open-ended questions in relation to
stress, personal coping mechanisms and personal activities regarding nursing school and
personal life. In order to address opportunities for nursing students to manage stress, this
investigation of common stressors and coping mechanisms among undergraduate nursing
students at Rhode Island College was undertaken.
Keywords: mental health, coping mechanisms, nursing students, stress, anxiety, Student
Nurse Stress Index, SNSI
Databases: CINAHL Plus with Full Text, Google Scholar, PubMed
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Assessment of Stress Overload and Coping Mechanisms Among Rhode Island College
Undergraduate Nursing Students
Stress is a normal part of a person’s everyday life and is considered healthy in some aspects in
order to assist with focus and completion of tasks. However, stress can also impede tasks if
handled inappropriately. How does stress affect undergraduate nursing students at Rhode Island
College in Providence, RI? According to Barrere, Delaney, Diaz, Lachapelle, Robertson and
Zahourek (2016), the amount of stress to which nursing students are exposed can lead to illness,
poor academic performance and even leaving a nursing program. It is important for nursing
students to achieve outcomes and complete expectations in order to advance to the next level of
the program. Therefore, students cannot avoid certain events or tasks that may trigger an increase
in stress. Ryan (2018) believed, “To implement appropriate interventions to manage stress in
nursing students, the roles of various factors associated with stress among these individuals must
be identified” (p.49). It is crucial for nursing students effectively to manage their stress in order
to cope with the expectations of their program in an effective manner. Coping with stress is not
only beneficial to their academic performance but it will also help students provide effective care
to their future patients. This research project is a pilot study assessing the level of stress and
coping mechanisms among undergraduate nursing students enrolled at Rhode Island College
(RIC) in Providence, RI. The purpose of this project is to conduct a preliminary assessment of
the level of stress and coping mechanisms among the undergraduate nursing students in order to
address opportunities for nursing students to manage stress.
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Literature Review
A literature search was conducted using the Rhode Island College James P. Adam’s
library database using CINAHL Plus with Full Text. Other databases included Google Scholar
and PubMed. Search terms included mental health, coping mechanisms, nursing students, stress,
anxiety, Student Nurse Stress Index, SNSI, stress and mental health, stress and work
performance, effects of stress, positive coping mechanisms, negative coping mechanisms and
stress, nursing students and workload. Articles of research studies gathered were from the
previous ten years (2010 – 2020) from various countries. Consideration was taken to locate
articles that used the Student Nurse Stress Index in their research. Another consideration was
locating research done on specifically nursing students and their stress. Exceptions to the search
criteria were made for some articles based on their relevancy for this study. In total, 12 articles
were identified and incorporated.
What is Stress?
According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), stress is defined as the way
the body responds to certain demands. These demands can be caused either extrinsically or
intrinsically. Stress can come for a variety of reasons “… such as performance at work or school,
a significant life change, or a traumatic event…” (National Institute of Mental Health, 2020).
Mendes, Salvi, Moraes & Martino (2019) further explain as stress “… in which the individual
has the perception of the stressor as a threatening situation that goes beyond their coping
abilities, risks their well-being” (p.830). The way individuals respond to stress determines the
various actions affected in the body. Further, the autonomic nervous system will react. Examples
include, pulse and respiratory rate may increase, and the muscles may tense in response to stress.
Not all types of stress are bad. In fact, stress is good for the body because it helps the individual
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to focus and be aware of their surroundings. This is a normal finding for those who are in a
dangerous “fight-or-flight” event; however, detrimental effects may occur if stress is not handled
properly or is a continuous long-term effect on an individual. Chronic stress can lead the
individual’s health to decline. There are many systems that can be affected in chronic stress such
as, “… immune, digestive, cardiovascular, sleep and reproductive systems… digestive
symptoms… headaches, sleeplessness, sadness, anger or irritability” (National Institute of
Mental Health, 2020). Common physical manifestations in nursing students are “… racing
heartbeat, sweating, trembling, and psychological symptoms such as restlessness, insomnia and
difficulty in concentrating” (Devi & Mangaiyarkkarasi, 2019, p.70). However, given its
subjective nature, definition of stress varies from different resources. In order to determine how
effectively one individual copes with stress, their level of coping mechanisms must be assessed.
What are Coping Mechanisms?
Latif and Nor (2019) describe coping strategies as “…specific efforts, both behavioral
and psychological, that people employ to master, reduce, tolerate or minimize stressful events”
(p.89). Coping mechanisms can either be healthy or unhealthy. This is especially important for
nursing students. Kumar and Nancy (2017) discussed “To effectively deal with stress and its
accompanying stressors, one should be equipped with positive coping mechanisms” (p. 405).
Nursing students must know how to deal with the stressors that are a part of their academic
workload and personal life because “The students who perceive their stress levels as very high
and are not able to cope effectively with the situation may often become prey to many physical
and psychological health issues” (Kumar, Parihar & Rani, 2019, p. 172). Psychological resilience
is key when finding appropriate coping mechanisms in order to deal with stress. “Psychological
resilience facilitates positive adaptation in nurses to stressful working conditions and to the
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emotional distress created by the stressors” (Onan, Karaca & Barlas, 2018, p. 233). Common
coping mechanisms found in nursing students from previous studies included the “…problemsolving approach as the most common coping behavior in nursing students, while the avoidance
approach was found to be the least utilized coping behavior in nursing students” (Labrague et al.,
2017, p. 472). However, given the uniqueness of stress, stress plays an interesting part in nursing
students’ lives.
Nursing Students and Stress
Nursing in itself is a demanding field where there is a vast amount of stress in order to
provide the best care for patients. In regard to nursing students, the level of stress is significantly
elevated due to the various factors of academic workload and clinical tasks throughout the
program. “Nursing students, in particular, have higher stress levels than students studying in
other health departments” (Barlas, Karaca & Onan, 2018, p. 233). This is further proven that
nursing student’s stress is “…attributed to… the clinical component of the nursing program,
which is meant to equip nursing students with essential competencies such as clinical skills,
critical thinking, caring, and decision making skills… yields high levels of discomfort, stress and
anxiety” (Labrague et al., 2017, p. 469). It is crucial for nursing students to be aware of their
stress as long-term effects of stress can be detrimental to their health. Research shows “…
students who experience high levels of stress during their education have an increased risk of
early-career burnout and higher turnover intentions” (Terp, Hjarthag & Bisholt, 2018, p. E1). In
regard to the level of stress, in an international study done on nursing students, researchers
Kumar and Nancy (2017) found, “Mounting evidence has shown that nursing students face
various forms and levels of stress which ranged from moderate to severe” (p. 402). Alarmingly,
nursing students are at an increased risk of mental health issues due to the overwhelming amount
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of workload and other academic expectations required in order to complete the program
successfully. Kumar and Nancy (2017) further explain, “Without the ability to actually resolve
the stressors, nursing students may eventually develop physiological, emotional and
psychological health problems that would affect their nursing care performance” (p. 403). This is
an issue for many nursing students, in that “Nursing students are a high-risk group for mental
health problems; however, they rarely seek professional psychological help” (Pumpuang,
Seeherunwon & Vonsirimas, 2017, p. 200). Depending on the stress of the nursing student, this
can affect their performance in the program. “…unhealthy stress correlates with learning
difficulties, lack of motivation, and relational problems… increases the dropout risk and has a
potentially negative impact on professional development” (Terp, Hjarthag & Bisholt, 2018, p.
E1). Further, “Students who experience physiological distress are more likely to experience
depressive symptoms” (Latif & Nor, 2019, p.88). The way nursing students deal with stress or in
other words, cope, plays a crucial part in their success throughout the program and as future
professional nurses.
Nursing Students and Coping Mechanisms
In order to develop a positive and healthy method of dealing with the increased levels of
stress among nursing students, healthy coping mechanisms must be implemented. Coping plays a
part in both the behavioral aspect and the cognitive aspect of an individual when reacting to an
internal or external overwhelming demand. “The more an individual adopts adaptive coping
strategies, the less his/her stress, and the better his/her mental health” (Shine & Hiremath, 2014,
p.232). Researchers Roming and Howard (2019) have found the many coping mechanisms
college students commonly use are: “religious/spiritual, physical activity, meditation, listening
to music and socializing with friends and family” (p.833). Nursing students should be resilient
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when being exposed to stressful situations since “Psychological resilience, which is an important
concept promoting academic success, is an improvable and learnable process that facilitates
stress coping of nursing students” (Onan, Karaca & Barlas, 2018, p.236). However, unhealthy
coping mechanisms can be utilized in order to deal with stress. “… many students react different
ways to the solution of these disorders, seeking ways such as food, smoking, caffeine
consumption, or even dropping out of university” (Cardoso, Gomes, Junior & Silva, 2019, p. 2).
It is important for nursing students to recognize with what type of stress they are dealing and
how to use coping mechanisms in a healthy manner.
What is the Student Nurse Stress Index (SNSI)?
The Student Nurse Stress Index (SNSI) was created by Martyn Jones and Derek Johnston
(1999) due to “the lack of adequate measure of perceived scores of stress for student nurses…”
(Jones & Johnston, 1999, p.162). This scale is an improved version of The Beck and Srivastava
Stress Inventory (BSSI) (1991) due to the “… number of problems with the structure and
construction of this questionnaire” (Jones & Johnston, 1999, p.162). The SNSI (Figure 1) is
divided into four categories: academic load, clinical concerns, personal problems, and interface
worries. These categories were established in relation to the researcher’s previous studies which
found these four categories were the most common in nursing students. Within the four
categories, sub-categories are established correlating with the questions asked for the nursing
student. The academic load sub-categories included: amount of classwork, difficulty of
classwork, examination and grades, fear of failing, not sure of academic demands, too much
responsibility, and teaching climate. “Clinical concerns” were defined as: not sure of academic
demands, relationship with other professionals, too much responsibility, client attitudes toward
student and profession, teaching climate and relations with clinical staff. For personal problems:
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personal health problems, physical health (family), relationship with parents, and other personal
problems defined this category. And finally, for interface worries: peer competition, attitudes of
other professionals, lack of free time, school response to student needs, lack of performance
feedback, no time for entertainment and no time for family defined this category. Scores for each
sub-category question ranged on a 5-point Likert scale. A score of 1 indicated “Not Stressful” to
5 as “Extremely Stressful”. Scores are tallied for each sub-category in order to determine the
level of stress the nursing student is at in the four larger categories.

STRESS OVERLOAD AND COPING MECHANISMS
Figure 1
Student Nurse Stress Index (SNSI) Categories by Jones and Johnston (1999)
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Research Objectives
The main objective of this study was to bring attention to the level of stress among Rhode
Island College undergraduate nursing students and their coping mechanisms as this has not been
previously assessed. A survey created by the researcher was developed by combining an
accepted tool with additional qualitative questions in order to assess the level of stress and
coping mechanisms of the undergraduate nursing class at RIC SON in Spring of 2020. This
survey included the Student Nurse Stress Index (SNSI) created by Jones and Johnston (1999) by
calculating the level of stress in four categories: “Academic Load”, “Clinical Concerns”,
“Personal Problems” and “Interface Worries.” Qualitative questions were added as well for
students to freely respond to areas of coping and stress that were not addressed in the SNSI. It is
important for students to recognize and know how appropriately to deal with their stress by
applying chosen coping mechanisms. This in return will help them be productive professional
nurses once they enter the workforce in the future. Through awarenesses found in this pilot
study, future strategies and appropriate coping mechanisms can be implemented to reduce the
levels of stress identified in nursing students, specifically at Rhode Island College School of
Nursing.
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Methodology
Study Design
This study used a mixed-methods, cross-sectional design using a convenience sample of
82 voluntary responders from a total of 443 undergraduate nursing students at Rhode Island
College (RIC) during Spring of 2020. This study was measured by tools including a 22-item
quantitative survey (Jones & Johnston, 1999) and a 14-item qualitative analysis. Permission for
use of the 22-item quantitative survey called the Student Nurse Stress Index was obtained
(Appendix A). Descriptive statistics were used to describe qualitative data and for presentation
and discussion of findings.
Recruitment and Consent
Undergraduate RIC nursing students were recruited to participate in this study by using
flyers (Appendix B) and campus email. Flyers were posted around RIC’s School of Nursing
campus and at the Nursing Education Center (NEC) campus. Emails were sent with permission
from the Director of the BSN program of Rhode Island College School of Nursing (RIC SON)
(Appendix C). Email script (Appendix D) was sent out via the RIC SON administrative assistant
to all active undergraduate nursing students. Emails were sent out three times during the open
period of this study in order to gather as many participants as possible. Within the email, a PDF
of the consent form was attached (Appendix D). Participants who accessed the PDF were able to
click on a link that was embedded in order to access the survey hosted by Qualtrics. The
following link was created via Qualtrics in order for participants to access the survey:
https://ric.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dgqDSTBMelZgwhn. Participants were informed by
accessing the link that they were agreeing to sign the consent form and to participate in this
study. Those who did not want to participate in the survey were instructed to not click on the link
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and to exit out of the PDF. Participants were informed that in order to complete the survey, they
needed a PC/Mac with a keyboard or a mobile device. The letter of agreement demonstrating
approval for Rhode Island College School of Nursing participation in the pilot study is presented
in Appendix E. Undergraduate nursing students who were actively enrolled in the RIC School of
Nursing program including active undergraduate RN to BSN students were eligible to
participate. Participants were informed that no negative consequences would result from taking
or not taking this survey. All survey responses were gathered anonymously, and this study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board at Rhode Island College (Appendix F).
Procedure
A $50 Amazon gift card raffle incentive was used to demonstrate appreciation for the
participants’ time and to encourage participation in the study. Students had the chance to win one
of six (6) $50 Amazon gift cards. Money to purchase these incentives was awarded through the
Rhode Island College Anne & Bob DeStefano Undergraduate Research Fund. This researcher
applied to this fund and received $300 to purchase the gift cards. Only participants who had
completed the survey in its entirety were eligible to choose to be in the raffle. If participants
chose to be in the raffle survey upon completion of the survey by selecting “Yes”, they were
redirected to a separate Qualtrics form that asked for their name, RIC email and phone number.
This information would be used to contact the winners of the raffle. The raffle form was separate
in its entirety from the original research survey in order to maintain the privacy of the
participants’ data. If “No” was selected, the participant would be given the termination page of
the survey. Responses were collected from March 3rd, 2020 to May 12th, 2020 via Qualtrics.
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To complete the survey, students were first asked to select their demographic information
including age, gender, race/ethnicity and the semester of the program that they currently were
studying in the nursing program. For the current level in the nursing program, students were able
to choose, 1st semester, 2nd semester, 3rd semester, 4th semester, 5th semester, 6th semester, and 7th
semester. This researcher found this selection appropriate as some RIC SON undergraduate
nursing students do not fit into the standard, Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, and Senior labels.
Next, the participants were asked to fill out a 22-item questionnaire called the Student Nurse
Stress Index (SNSI) created by Jones and Johnston (1999) which measures the stress levels
specifically among the nursing student population as appropriate to this study. According to
Jones and Johnson (1999), the umbrella term “academic load” is defined under: the amount of
classwork, difficulty of classwork, examinations and grades, fear of failing, not sure of academic
demands, too much responsibility and clinical teaching climate. The concept “clinical concerns”
is defined as: not sure of academic demands, relationship with other professors, too much
responsibility, client attitudes to student and profession, teaching climate and relations with
clinical staff. For personal problems: personal health problems, physical health (family),
relationship with parents, and other personal problems defined this category. And finally, for
interface worries: peer competition, attitudes of other professionals, lack of free time, school
response to student needs, lack of performance feedback, no time for entertainment and no time
for family defined this category. Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale. A score given of
1 defined as ‘Not Stressful’, 2 was ‘Slightly Stressful’, 3 was ‘Moderately Stressful’, 4 was
‘Very Stressful’ and 5 was ‘Extremely Stressful’. After completion of the SNSI, participants
would then move on to answering the ‘5 Personal Habits’ quantitative questions. These questions
were created by this researcher as they were appropriate factors to which may lead to stress in
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certain participants in this study. Finally, participants answered 12 open-ended qualitative
questions in regard to their personal life and how it affects their time in the nursing program.
Students who completed all sections received an “End of Survey” message and a brief thank you.
A link was then provided if participants wished to enter in the randomized drawing to win a gift
card.
Results
Participants
The sample was drawn from undergraduate nursing majors at Rhode Island College. A
voluntary response sample was recruited from n= 443 students. Of these students, n=82
completed the survey in its entirety (response rate of 18.5%) during the Spring semester of 2020.
Participants who partially completed the survey were not included in the final analysis. Research
data was gathered from March 3rd, 2020 to the closing date on May 12th, 2020. This survey was a
quantitave and qualitative research analysis. The quantitative section was the “Student Nurse
Stress Index” (SNSI) by Jones and Johnson (1999) for which permission was obtained by the
creator via email (Appendix F).
Of the 82 students who completed the survey in its entirety, 55 (67.07%) were 18 to 24
years old, 20 (24.39%) were 25 to 34 years old, 6 (7.32%) were 35 to 44 years old, 0 (0%) were
45 to 54 years old, 1 (1.22%) was 55 to 64 years old and 0 (0%) were 65+ years old (Figure 2).
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Figure 2
Participants by Age in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Pie Chart

Of the 82 students in regard to gender, 6 (7.32%) were male, 74 (90.24%) were female
and 2 (2.44%) were other (Figure 3).
Figure 3
Participants by Gender in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Pie Chart

Of the 82 students who participated in this study in regard to race/ethnicity, 60 (73.17%)
were White. Three (3.66%) were Black or African American, 16 (19.51%) were Hispanic, 2
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(2.44%) were Asian, 0 (0%) were American Indian / Alaskan Native or Pacific Island and 1
(1.22%) was considered as Other (Figure 4).
Figure 4
Participants by Race/Ethnicity in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Break Down Bar

Of the 82 students of this study in regard to what semester they are in currently in the
undergraduate nursing program, 2 (2.44%) were in the 1st semester of the program. 8 (9.76%)
were in the 2nd semester, 10 (12.20%) were in the 3rd semester of the program, 16 (19.51%) were
in their 4th semester, 31 (37.80%) were in their 5th semester and 15 (18.29%) where in the 6th
semester of the program (Figure 5).
Figure 5
Participants by Current Semester in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Pie Chart
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Student Nurse Stress Index (SNSI) Results
The following is the quantitative analysis of the SNSI. The scale was ranked from 1 to 5.
1 was ‘Not Stressful’, 2 was ‘Slightly Stressful’, 3 ‘Moderately Stressful’, 4 ‘Very Stressful’ and
5 was ‘Extremely Stressful’. Then 22 questions were asked in 4 categories, including “Academic
Load”, “Clinical Concerns”, “Personal Problems” and “Interface Worries”. Questions 1, 2, 3, 8,
14, 18 and 20 fell under “Academic Load”. Questions 13, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19 and 20 fell under
“Clinical Concerns”. Questions 9, 10, 11, and 12 fell under “Personal Problems” and “Interface
Worries” was analyzed with questions 4, 5, 6, 7, 15, 21, and 22. Questions numbered 14, 18, and
20 fell into more than one category.
Question #1: The amount of classwork material to be learned each semester is:
A majority of student participants (40) chose a stress level of 4 (very stressful) for
question #1, thus demonstrating a belief that the amount of classwork to be learned each
semester is very stressful. To the same question, 22 responded with level 5 extremely stressful,
19 with moderately stressful, 1 with slightly stressful and no participants selected 0. Thus 62 of
82 students (75.6%) chose a stress level of “very stressful” or “extremely stressful” for amount
of classwork to be learned.
Question #2: The level of difficulty of classwork material to be learned each semester is:
Thirty-six student participants responded with a 3 stress response (moderately stressful)
for the amount of classwork to be learned each semester. At the same time, 35 chose very
stressful, 6 with extremely stressful and 5 with slightly stressful and 0 with not stressful.
Question #3: When it comes time for examination and/or grades it is:
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Half of participants (41) selected extremely stressful, 30 selected very stressful, 9
believed it was moderately stressful, 2 selected slightly stressful for item #3. No students
believed it was not stressful. Therefore, a total of 71 of 82 students (86.5%) chose a stress level
of “very stressful” or “extremely stressful” for examination and/or grades in the program.
Question #4: Peer competition each semester is:
Thirty-two (32) participants selected this to be moderately stressful. Twenty-two (22)
believed it was slightly stressful, 12 as not stressful, 11 as very stressful and 5 as extremely
stressful.

Question #5: Attitudes/expectations of other professionals towards nursing I find to be:
Thirty (30) participants selected this to be moderately stressful, 22 believed this to be
very stressful, 15 selected slightly stressful, 9 believed to be not stressful and 6 selected to be
extremely stressful.
Question #6: I find a lack of free time during the semester to be:
Thirty-one (31) participants believed that this was very stressful. Twenty-five (25) found
it to be extremely stressful, 22 selected moderately stressful, 4 believed it to be slightly stressful
and 0 as not stressful.
Question #7: I find responses from the college/school regarding student needs to be:
Thirty-three (33) selected this as moderately stressful. Twenty (20) chose as very
stressful, 18 with slightly stressful, 8 as not stressful and 3 as extremely stressful.
Question #8: I find the fear of failing a course in the program to be:
Sixty-two (62) participants found this to be an extremely stressful event. Thirteen (13)
found it as very stressful, 4 under moderately stressful, 3 as slightly stressful and 0 as not
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stressful. Thus a total of 75 of 82 participants (79.1%) chose either extremely or very stressful as
the level of stress from fear of failing a course in the program.
Question #9: I find my actual personal health problems while taking courses in the program to
be:
Twenty-one participants (21) selected this to be moderately stressful and 21 selected it to
be extremely stressful. Nineteen (19) believed it to be very stressful, 18 as slightly stressful and 3
under not stressful.
Question #10: I find the physical health of my family members while I am taking courses in the
program to be:
Twenty-two (22) participants believed this to be slightly stressful, 21 as moderately
stressful, 20 as not stressful, 14 as very stressful. Five participants believed this to be extremely
stressful.
Question #11: I find the relationship with my parents/significant others while in the program to
be:
The majority (31) selected this to be moderately stressful, 24 as slightly stressful, 15 as
very stressful, 7 as extremely stressful. Five believed this to be not stressful.
Question #12: I find other personal problems while in the program to be:
Twenty-eight (28) participants selected this to be as moderately stressful, 27 as very
stressful, 13 as extremely stressful and slightly stressful. Finally, 1 believed this to be not
stressful.
Question #13: I find relations with other professionals in or out of school to be: (Boss at your
job, your professors, etc.)
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Twenty-four (24) believed this to be slightly stressful, 23 as moderately stressful, 15 with
very stressful, 13 with not stressful. Seven participants found this to be extremely stressful.

Question #14: I find my overall responsibility while in the program to be:
Thirty-one (31) participants felt it was extremely stressful, 25 as moderately stressful, 23
under very stressful, 3 with slightly stressful. Zero participants found this to be not stressful.
Question #15: Lack of timely feedback about my performance while in the program is:
Twenty-six (26) found this to be very stressful, 24 as moderately stressful, 13 as
extremely stressful, 12 with slightly stressful. Seven participants found this not stressful.
The following questions apply only to those exposed to clinical settings.
Question #16: I find client attitudes towards me to be:
Twenty-two (22) found this to be not stressful, 21 believed this to be slightly stressful and
moderately stressful, 6 thought this to be very stressful. Three participants found it to be
extremely stressful.
Question #17: I find client attitudes towards my profession to be:
Twenty-five (25) found this to be slightly stressful, 23 as not stressful, 19 under
moderately stressful, 4 as very stressful. Two participants found this to be extremely stressful.
Question #18: The atmosphere created by the clinical teaching staff is:
Thirty-one (31) selected this to be as moderately stressful, 19 as slightly stressful, 11 as
not stressful, 9 under very stressful. Three participants found this to be extremely stressful.
Question #19: My relations with the staff in the clinical areas are:
Twenty-six (26) find this to be not stressful, 24 as slightly stressful, 13 with moderately
stressful, 7 feeling as very stressful. Three participants found this as extremely stressful.
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End of clinical setting questions.
Question #20: I am not sure what is expected of me during the semester:
Twenty-four (24) believed this to be moderately stressful, 22 as not stressful, 17 with
slightly stressful, 14 as very stressful. Five participants found this to be extremely stressful.
Question #21: I have no time for entertainment:
Twenty-seven (27) participants believed this to be very stressful, 23 as moderately
stressful, 17 with slightly stressful. 15 finding it extremely stressful. Zero participants found this
as not stressful.
Question #22: I do not have enough time for my family:
Twenty-six (26) found this to be moderately stressful, 24 participants found this to be
extremely stressful, 21 as very stressful, 9 as slightly stressful. Two participants did not find this
to be stressful.
Conclusion of SNSI Analysis
After analyzing the SNSI and including the tie from Question #9 the overall total score is
69 & 71. This means out of a score from 22 to 110, the students were placed at 69 and 71 on the
SNSI. With this number, it can be concluded that the students are placed feeling moderately
stressed to very stressed from the scenarios given. Overall, the majority of RIC SON students fall
under the ‘Moderately Stressful’ situation when looking at where the majority of categories were
selected on this scale. Very stressful and slightly stressful are tied then following being
extremely stressful and lastly as not stressful upon analysis (Figure 6).
With “Academic Load” having a possible score from 7 to 35, the RIC SON students who took
the survey had a mean score of 28 for this category after calculating the scores on questions
1,2,3,8,14,18 and 20.
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With “Clinical Concerns” having a possible score from 7 to 35, the RIC SON students who took
the survey had a mean score of 17 after calculating the scores on questions 13,14,16,17,18,19
and 20.
With “Personal Problems” having a possible score from 4 to 20, the RIC SON students had a
mean score of 11 or 13 after adding in the tie from Question #9 as well. Questions 9,10,11 and
12 were calculated for this score.
Finally, with “Interface Worries” having a possible score from 7 to 35, the RIC SON students
who took the survey were placed with a score of 24 after calculating questions 4,5,6,7,15,21 and
22. See Figure 6 below of the completed SNSI for Undergraduate Rhode Island College School
of Nursing.
“Academic load” has the highest score out of these four categories and thus a more stressful area
of assessment among RIC SON students who participated in this study. This (28) is a much
higher score than “Interface Worries” (24) which would be the second highest. “Clinical
concerns” (17) would come third then “Personal problems” of (11) and (13) would come last on
the ranking of stress for these students.
The following is a further analysis on taking the quantitative questions on the SNSI one
by one from the top three highest indicators of stress. A total of 91% of the 82 RIC SON students
who took the SNSI survey (71 students), chose either “very stressful” or “extremely stressful”
for Question #8 “Fear of failing a course in the program.” Therefore, question #8 has brought
forward the highest stress among the total sample of RIC SON student participants as a whole. A
total of 86.6% of the 82 RIC SON students who took the SNSI survey (71 students), chose either
“very stressful” or “extremely stressful” for Question #3 “When it comes time for examination
and/or grades.” Therefore, question #3 when brought forward is the second-highest stress among
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the full sample of RIC SON students as a whole. A total of 75.6% of the 82 RIC SON students
who took the SNSI survey (62 students), chose either “very stressful” or “extremely stressful”
for Question #1 “The amount of classwork material to be learned.” Therefore, question #1
brought forward is the third-highest stress among the sample of RIC SON students as a whole.
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Figure 6
Completed SNSI of Rhode Island College Undergraduate Nursing Students

Personal Habits
After the 82 students completed filling out the SNSI, they were then asked five personal
habit questions that were created by this researcher in order to get a more in-depth understanding
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in how students’ personal life contributed to their stress. The following are the five questions
asked:
Question 1: On average, how many hours of sleep do you get each night?
Out of the 82 participants for this study, 0 (0%) stated they had ‘1 Hour or less’. One
(1.22%) had 2-3 hours, 34 (41.46%) had 4-5 hours, 39 (47.56%) had 6-7 hours and 8 (9.76%)
had 8+ hours of sleep (Figure 7).
Figure 7
Participants Average Hours of Sleep Each Night in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Pie Chart

Question 2: Are you currently working? If so, how many hours per week?
Out of the 82 students, 7 (8.54%) did not work. Nineteen (23.17%) worked less than 10
hours, 35 (42.68%) worked 10-20 hours, 13 (15.85%) worked 21-30 hours, 6 (7.32%) worked
31-40 hours and 2 (2.44%) worked 40+ hours (Figure 8).
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Figure 8
Participants Average Hours Per Week Working in RIC SON Undergraduate Program Pie Chart

Question 3: How many hours per week do you spend in nursing lecture?
Out of the 82 participants, 1 (1.22%) spent 1 hour or less, 12 (14.63%) spent 2-3 hours,
17 (20.73%) spent 4-5 hours, 44 (53.66%) spent 6-7 hours and 8 (9.76%) spent 8+ hours per
week in nursing lecture (Figure 9).
Figure 9
Participants Average Hours of Attending Per Week in Nursing Lecture Pie Chart
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Question 4: How many hours on average do you spend nursing clinical a week?
Of the 82 students, 0 (0%) spent 1 hours or less or 2-3 hours. One (1.22%) spent 4-5
hours, 7 (8.54%) spent 6-7 hours, 36 (43.90%) spent 8-9 hours, 6 (7.32%) spent 10-12 hours, 5
(6.10%) spent 13-14 hours, 14 (17.07%) spent 15-16 hours, 7 (8.54%) spent 16+ hours in clinical
and 6 (7.32%) of the participants were currently not doing a clinical rotation that semester
(Figure 10).
Figure 10
Participants Average Hours Spent in Nursing Clinical Per Week in RIC SON Undergraduate
Program

Question 5: On average, how many hours per day do you spend studying nursing material?
Of the 82 students, 5 (6.10%) studied for 1 hour or less. Thirty-six (43.90%) studied for
2-3 hours, 19 (23.17%) studied for 4-5 hours, 10 (12.20%) studied for 6-7 hours and 12 (14.63%)
studied for 8+ hours each day on nursing material (Figure 11).
Figure 11

STRESS OVERLOAD AND COPING MECHANISMS

31

Participants Average Hours Spent on Studying Nursing Material in the RIC SON Undergraduate
program

Qualitative Results
The following qualitative questions were asked and then analyzed by the researcher using
a software (Word Count Tool) recognizing the most common top three descriptive words used to
answer each question for this section.
Question #1: What is your definition of stress?
Top three words that were most frequent:
- Overwhelmed
- Pressure
- Anxiety
Question #2: What causes your stress while in the clinical setting?
Top three words that were most frequent:
- Staff
- Expectations
- Clinical setting
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Question #3: What causes your stress while in the program?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- The amount of work
- ATI
- Not having enough time
Question #4: What are some ways you could reduce your level of stress while in the program?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Spend time with family and friends
- Go to the gym / exercise
- Work on time management
Question #5: What are your coping mechanisms when you are stressed?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Listen to music
- Talk to friends and family
- Going out
Question #6: Do you believe these coping mechanisms are health or unhealthy and why?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Healthy, exercise helps to reduce stress
- Healthy, mindfulness / therapy helps
- Unhealthy, overeating / gaining weight
Question #7: When do you feel the most stressed during nursing school? Why?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- At the end of the semester, needing to pass
- During exam times, pressure of passing
- ATI, passing the semester
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Question #8: What is the biggest difference you notice about yourself mentally while you are in
the program versus when you are on break?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Feeling more relaxed rather being stressed
- Spending more time with family and friends rather than isolating self
- Fewer headaches
Question #9: Do you feel you have the right type of help to turn to while dealing with stress?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Yes
- Yes, friends and family
- Somewhat / not enough time to utilize resources
Question #10: Do you feel the peers in your nursing classes help support you / others during the
semester?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Yes, supportive
- Yes, strong support system
- Yes, understanding of each other’s emotions
Question #11: Do you feel that Rhode Island College appropriately provides services to help you
with your stress during the semester?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Not sure
- Never used
- Yes
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Question #12: What can Rhode Island College and the School of Nursing do to help reduce your
level of stress?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Less busy work
- Creating more time between due dates with exams
- Be more understanding
Question #13: What are some physical manifestations you feel when you are stressed while in
the program?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Headaches
- Upset stomach
- Increased heart rate
Question #14: What are some mental symptoms you feel when you are stressed while in the
program?
Top three phrases that were most frequent:
- Depression
- Anxiety
- Tired
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Limitations
In regard to limitations, a limited convenience sample was used and targeted specifically
the undergraduate nursing students at Rhode Island College School of Nursing. Only nursing
students who wished to participate did so. The response rate for this study only was 18.5% of the
entire undergraduate nursing class at RIC SON. Therefore, the data may have fluctuated if those
students who did not respond, responded. This study relied on self-reported data by the
participants, which may or not be accurate. Each participant has his/her own personal definition
of stress therefore, the validity of the SNSI may not be accurate. Upon conducting literature
review, there was a lack of intervention-based research specifically on stress among nursing
students and ways of implementing healthy coping mechanisms. No previous assessments of this
cohort were done in order to reflect upon previous data for comparison. Participants may or may
not have had higher level of stress before or after taking a specific nursing semester or class.
Further, students had taken this survey before the pandemic of COVID-19 occurred. Stress levels
may have increased if evaluated at this moment of time for students. In hindsight, a number of
students mentioned that it might have been interesting to take this survey again after the COVID19 pandemic was fully taking place.
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Implications
Implications for Nursing Practice
The findings of this study fall under many implications for the nursing education, nursing
practice and the main focus of undergraduate nursing students. Undergraduate nursing students
are excellent candidates for assessing their level of stress because not only they are college
students, but they are also taking on a demanding field which requires the utmost recognize their
level of stress in order to adhere to proper coping methods. Exploration on the levels of stress
and coping strategies for nursing students is critical because it is proven the level of stress
increases in academic settings. By recognizing the triggers of stress at an early point, students
can improve their mental and physical health and become professional and successful students
and nurses in the future.
Through all this considered, nursing students often lack the necessary tools to cope with
their stress. Recognizing the stress is key to student success and many of these nursing students
may not realize how great the level of stress impacts on their daily life while attending school.
According to Kinchen and Loerzel (2019), “Self-care by nurses is considered to be foundational
to best practice outcomes and healthy work environments…” (p.7). Although the level of stress
has been assessed at the Rhode Island College School of Nursing undergraduate nursing
program, this is not enough to combat their stress. Stress will be a continuing factor for nursing
students if they wish to continue their education further in the field of nursing or while having an
occupation as a nurse. If tools are given to nursing students at an earlier time to combat their
stress and improve healthy coping mechanisms, successful adaptation to triggers while in the
academic setting or workforce can be significantly increased. With the reduction of negative
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impacts on the mental and physical health of the student, this can create a healthier lifestyle for
the individual. In order for nursing students to adhere to the proper tools in reducing their stress
levels, implementation of education by the student’s academic institution should be considered.
Kinchen and Loerzel (2019) states, “Low-cost alternative therapies that help nursing students
develop self-care and coping skills may also be valuable in dealing with a variety of life
situations in and out of educational and practice settings” (p. 7). It is recommended by the
American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) (2008) in Essentials of Baccalaureate
Education for Professional Nurses, “… practice from a holistic, caring framework, as well as
engaging in care of self to care for others, as being central to improving health care outcomes”
(p. 8). The American Nurses Association (ANA) has recognized the significant impact of stress
of nurses and recommends the same care as done to patients must be done by or for the nurse as
well. In other words, self-care should be a top priority for those in the nursing field. More
specifically, educational stress needs to be addressed “… with a view to improving work and
school performance, enhancing overall health, and creating and maintaining future healthy work
practices and environments, underscores the importance of self-care strategies for nursing
students…” (Kinchen and Loerzel, 2019, p.8).
Nursing faculty can implement low-cost alternative therapies in order to help their
student’s stress levels. According to Delaney et al., (2016) many programs that have helped
reduce the levels of stress among nursing students include, “ 1) Time management and problembased learning to reduce the intensity or number of stressors, 2) Cognitive reappraisal of
potential stressors, and 3) stress management strategies to promote more effective coping with
the consequences of stress” (p. 370). The combination of these three areas are proven to help
nursing students effectively manage stress. These researchers had also looked at relaxation
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techniques in order to combat maladaptive cognitions the nursing students may have acquired
throughout the program. Research has shown that mindfulness meditation has shown to be
effective in helping nursing students reduce their levels of stress. “A randomized controlled trial
of nursing students demonstrated the effectiveness of mindfulness meditation techniques on
stress management, with findings indicating a significant difference…” (Delaney et al., 2016, p.
371). A common method these researchers had used in order to reduce students stress levels was
called the N.U.R.S.E method. “N: Nurture the nurse, U: Using resources, R: Resilience, S: Stress
management and E: Environmental management. This intervention, “…represents a holistic
teaching model that can be used by educators to empower students to care for themselves as they
care for others” (Delaney et al., 2016, p386). Mindfulness is a powerful tool to help nursing
student as research states, “… nursing students who demonstrate high levels of stress might
benefit from psychological interventions to strengthen mindfulness and self-efficacy” (Rayan,
2019, p. 54). Mindfulness and other cognitive techniques can be implemented here at Rhode
Island College School of Nursing during the beginning of clinical. This would be recommended
as clinical instructors have closer individual relationship with each student and can produce an
effective reduction in stress in the clinical group setting before or after the students attend
clinical. For students who are not attending clinical, lecture professors can set time aside for a
quick mindfulness session before starting their lessons for the day in order to decrease the level
of stress in the nursing students.
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Implication for Further Research
One of the strengths of this pilot study is providing a foundation in the areas of where
stress plays a role for undergraduate nursing students here at Rhode Island College. There are
various methods in dealing with stress as discussed previously. Implementation of these various
tools in reducing the levels of stress is essential for the RIC SON Undergraduate nursing students
as they are currently placed in the “Moderately Stressed” criteria of the SNSI. This is critical
because if stress reduction techniques are not implemented, students increase to more severe
levels of the SNSI thus causing further physical and psychological problems for themselves. RIC
SON can start implementing low-cost cognitive techniques to help students manage being
“moderately stressed.”
Another consideration would get the RIC SON faculty’s input on observations about why
they believe students are identified as “Moderately Stressed” from this research. An open
discussion can be held, and ideas can be gathered in order to determine what effective methods
can be implemented in the academic setting for these nursing students in order to reduce their
stress. Qualitative results from this study concerning why the nursing students here at RIC SON
are stressed and how different triggers play a factor to their stress can be discussed as well and
brainstorm ideas to reduce these issues. In the future, interventions can be studied and
implemented for these undergraduate nursing students, and then this study can be conducted
again to compare levels of stress.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, the results of this study of assessment indicate the level of stress among
nursing students at Rhode Island College is moderate. Students have informed this researcher
why their levels of stress are increased and where they fall under the SNSI upon analysis. It is
crucial for nursing schools to recognize their students’ level of stress in order to help facilitate
appropriate methods of stress reduction. As discussed, nursing students are at an increased risk
for psychological issues created by the demanding workload of the nursing field. Through
cognitive techniques to help reduce stress integrated into the nursing curriculum, stress levels can
be reduced. By reducing the stress levels of nursing students, they have increased possibility to
become successful resilient students and productive efficient nurses in the future.
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Appendix F
Consent form for Research Project

Rhode Island College Institutional Review Board
Approval #: 1920-1971
Expiration date: 3/1/25

Participant’s Initials: ____________
Document version: _________
Page 1 of 3

CONSENT DOCUMENT
Rhode Island College
Assessment of Stress Overload and Coping Mechanisms Among Rhode Island College Undergraduate
Nursing Students
You are being asked to be in a research study about your level of stress and coping mechanisms.
Participation in this study is voluntary and it is anticipated that you would be involved for about 30
minutes. You are being asked because you are part of the Rhode Island College Undergraduate Nursing
Program. Please read this form and ask any questions that you have before choosing whether to be in
the study.
Cynthia Dutt, an undergraduate student in Nursing, is conducting this research in collaboration with the
faculty advisor Dr. Elissa Emerson, an undergraduate professor at the Rhode Island College School of
Nursing.
Why this Study is Being Done (Purpose (s)
We are doing this study to learn about the various levels of stress and coping mechanisms in student
nurses. We are specifically looking at what are the main triggers for the various levels of stress nursing
students may encounter while enrolled in the nursing program.
What You Will Have to Do (Procedures)
If you choose to be in the study, we will ask you to:
•
•
•
•

First, you will fill out your demographic information including your age, gender, race/ethnicity
and the level you are currently in the nursing program.
Next, you will take the Student Nurse Stress Index survey
Finally, you will answer qualitative questions by typing in your responses in the area provided
In total, this should take no longer than 30 minutes to complete.

Risk or Discomforts
You may find that answering some questions is upsetting. We think it would be similar to the kinds of
things you talk about with family and friends. You can stop the survey at any time. If you want to talk
to someone about your feelings or about problems that you’re having, you can contact The Rhode
Island College Counseling Center at 401-456-8094. This service is free of charge to all RIC students.
Benefits of Being in the Study
Being in this study will not benefit you directly. IP Addresses will not be collected. E-mails will be
collected for participants who choose to be entered into the raffle at the end of the survey.
Choose to be entered in the drawing
As a way to thank you for your time once completing the survey in its entirety, you will be prompted
whether or not you would like to enter a raffle. By selecting the “yes” answer, you will be redirected to
a separate form where you can sign up to be entered in a randomized drawing to possibly win one of
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Participant’s Initials: ____________
Document version: _________
Page 2 of 3

the 6 prizes. Prizes include, 6 $50 Amazon gift cards. Funding for these prizes have been funded by the
DeStefano fund. If you change your mind and want to stop the study, you are unable to enter the
drawing.
Deciding Whether to Be in the Study
Being in the study is your choice to make. Nobody can force you to be in the study. You can choose
not to be in the study, and nobody will hold it against you. You can change your mind and quit the
study at any time, and you do not have to give a reason. If you decide to quit later, nobody will hold it
against you.
How Your Information will be Protected
Because this is a research study, results will be summarized across all participants and shared in reports
that we publish and presentations that we give. We will take several steps to protect the information
you give us so that you cannot be identified. You are not asked to give your name or any identifying
information on this survey. The raffle is a completely separate entity which allows your data to be
separate from your entry in the raffle. The information will be kept on a secure server and seen only by
myself and other researchers who work with me. If there are problems with the study, the records may
be viewed by the Rhode Island College review board responsible for protecting the rights and safety of
people who participate in research. The information will be kept for a minimum of three years after the
study is over, after which it will be destroyed.
Who to Contact
If you have any questions, you can contact Cynthia Dutt at dutt_4639@email.ric.edu / 401-575-3485 or
Dr. Elissa Emerson at eemerson@ric.edu / 401-456-8013 ext. 1958.
If you think you were treated badly in this study, have complaints, or would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher about your rights or safety as a research participant, please contact the IRB
Chair at IRB@ric.edu. Under resources, there are services for you to utilize if you are seeking
assistance regarding these matters in this survey.
You can ask for a copy of this consent form by emailing Cynthia Dutt at cdutt_4639@email.ric.edu and
one will be provided for you. You are also allowed to screenshot or take a picture of this page for your
records.
Statement of Consent
I have read and understand the information above. I am choosing to be in the study “Assessment of
Stress Overload and Coping Mechanisms Among Rhode Island College Undergraduate Nursing
Students”. I can change my mind and quit at any time, and I don t have to give a reason. I have been
given answers to the questions I asked, or I will contact the researcher with any questions that come up
later. I am at least 18 years of age, read and write English, a student in the RIC Undergraduate Nursing
Program, and I have access to a PC/Mac with a keyboard.
You may now exit if you do not wish to partake in this survey.
By agreeing to this consent form, you will proceed to the survey here:

https://ric.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dgqDSTBMelZgwhn
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Resources
Attached below are resources for you to utilize if you seeking assistance regarding these matters:
The Office of Student Life: Student Life works to support students in their success, connect them to
resources, and discuss options in dealing with stressful situations. To learn more about the support
services offered please go to:
http://www.ric.edu/studentlife/Pages/need-assistance.aspx
RIC HOPE Line (456-HOPE (4673)): Students are able to connect with a mental health professional
24-hours per day, 7 days per week, 365 days per year. This service allows students to speak with a
licensed mental health professional over the phone in the shortest amount of time. The HOPE line
counselors are also directly connected to the Counseling Center and can provide information, as
needed, to senior staff members and the Counseling Center Director regarding follow-up and/or
consultation with a student caller.
Counseling Appointment: Students who desire to meet with a counselor may schedule an appointment
by calling 401-456-8094 or by going to:
http://www.ric.edu/counseling-center/Pages/Arranging-an-Appointment.aspx
Please be aware that due to the current volume appointments are being scheduled 2-3 weeks out.
Crisis Appointment: Students who are in crisis and are in need of a same day crisis appointment
should contact the counseling center, Monday-Friday 8:30am – 4:30pm at 401-456-8094 or you may
stop in the Counseling Center on the first floor of Browne Hall.
Butler Hospital: Students may also contact Butler Hospital directly for support. To get direct help and
guidance about mental health services, call the Behavioral Health Service Call Center, available 24/7 at
1 (844) 401-0111.
Emergency Support: Students who are in need of emergency support (i.e. a student is feeling unsafe
and is in imminent danger) please dial EMS (911).
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Scoring instructions for Student Nurse Stress Index (S.N.S.I.)
The S.N.S.I. has a four factor structure (Jones & Johnston, 1997), with “Academic load”, “Clinical
concerns”, “Personal problems” and “Interface worries” as underlying variables.
Evidence regarding the factor congruence across independent data sets, and the reliability and validity of
the measure can be obtained from Martyn Jones (m.c.jones@dundee.ac.uk).
The S.N.S.I. subscale and total scores are calculated using the unit weighting method of scoring.
S.N.S.I. Total
Sum scores on items 1-22 to give an overall total, ranging from 22 to 110.
“Academic load”
Sum scores on items 1, 2, 3, 8, 14, 18, 20 to give a subscale total ranging from 7 to 35.
“Clinical concerns”
Sum scores on items 13, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 to give a subscale total ranging from 7 to 35.
“Personal problems”
Sum scores on items 9, 10, 11, 12 to give a subscale total ranging from 4 to 20.
“Interface worries”
Sum scores on items 4, 5, 6, 7, 15, 21, 22 to give a subscale total ranging from 7 to 35.

DO NOT SUM SUBSCALE SCORES TO OBTAIN
AN OVERALL S.N.S.I. TOTAL.
Confirmatory factor analysis shows that S.N.S.I. has a less simple factor structure, with several variables
loading onto more than one factor, contact Martyn Jones for more details (m.c.jones@dundee.ac.uk).
N.B.

Following validation of the measure, the administration of the S.N.S.I. alongside a measure of
social desirability, e.g. (Crown & Marlowe, 1960), is recommended particularly in named reporting
conditions.

MCJ Jan 2000

